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Since mid-March, the Central American countries particularly Nicaragua have been aggressively
lobbying the US government to soften the impact of the US's new immigration law on Central
American citizens who live and work in the US. Their efforts have gained some short-term
concessions, such as a three-month deferral on the deportation of thousands of Nicaraguans
in Miami. Nevertheless, current anti-immigrant sentiment in the US makes it unlikely that any
permanent special status will be granted to Central American immigrants.
On April 1, the US's new immigration law the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant
Responsibility Act took effect. The law will restrict the number of people who immigrate legally,
while making it much easier for the US Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) to deport
illegal immigrants. Among the law's most controversial aspects are clauses that strip individuals
including legal residents of the right to challenge in court INS decisions on deportation. In addition,
justification for deporting even legal residents has been broadened, with minor legal infractions, for
example, now considered sufficient grounds for a judge to expel an immigrant.
The increased authority given to the INS is expected to greatly increase the number of deportations
while speeding the process of expulsion, since thousands of immigrants have relied on lengthy court
processes to remain in the US for years. The law is also expected to make it much more difficult to
be granted political asylum, and applicants will be given no opportunity for appeal. Thousands of
Central Americans could be expelled If strictly applied by US immigration authorities, the law could
have a major impact on the isthmian countries.
Between 2.5 million and 3 million Central Americans currently live in the US, including 1 million
Salvadorans, about 800,000 Guatemalans, and more than 600,000 Nicaraguans and Hondurans. Of
the total, about 660,000 reside in the US illegally. According to rough estimates by Central American
economists and officials, those four groups of immigrants together sent about US$1.7 billion in
family remittances back to their countries of origin in 1996, converting immigrant labor in the US
into an economic mainstay for the region.
Last year, El Salvador reported about US$1 billion in remittances, Guatemala US$400 million, and
Nicaragua and Honduras about US$150 million each. It is unclear how many Central Americans
might be deported as a result of the law, but most isthmian governments fear that tens of thousands
will eventually be expelled.
A huge number of Central Americans who reside in the US are either currently seeking political
asylum or have been living in the US under temporary deportation waivers because of the political
situations in their home countries. Under the new law, the INS is now expected to process those
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cases rapidly. The majority are expected to be expelled, given that all the civil wars in Central
America have ended and immigrants will be hard pressed to prove the likelihood of political
persecution if they are deported. In the case of Guatemala, for example, a backlog of some 160,000
asylum requests is pending, because in recent years court hearings have moved at a snail's pace.
According to the INS, in 1995 just 3,197 Guatemalan requests for asylum were processed an average
of only 61 cases per week.
With the new law in effect, however, INS authorities say they expect to process more than 1,000
asylum cases per week, which will mean a tremendous acceleration in hearings for asylum seekers
from all countries, including Guatemala. Moreover, of the 3,197 Guatemalan cases processed in
1995, only 847 were granted asylum, or roughly one-fourth of the total. The rest were deported,
even though Guatemala's civil war had not ended and human rights abuses remained widespread,
foreshadowing an even greater rejection rate now that the conflict is over.

Deportation notices already sent to some 30,000 Nicaraguans
In the case of Nicaragua and El Salvador, thousands of immigrants who had received temporary
deportation waivers since the 1980s without actually being granted asylum or residency may soon
be forced to leave the country. In fact, in February and March, the prospect of massive deportations
of Nicaraguans residing in Miami generated near panic in the immigrant community (see NotiCen,
03/06/97).
Of the estimated 250,000 Nicaraguans currently residing in Florida, about 60,000 have remained
in the US under temporary deportation waivers. The process of granting waivers to Nicaraguans
began in 1987, and although the program was halted in 1993, the courts have continuously extended
the waivers since then. In February, however, an appeals court in Florida upheld a new state law
that cuts off all legal recourse for stopping deportation proceedings against Nicaraguans who have
resided in the US for less than seven years. As a result, some 30,000 Nicaraguans have already
received notification from the INS that they must leave the country, and thousands more fear they
will receive similar notices in the coming weeks.
On March 23, some 6,000 Nicaraguan immigrants held a protest demonstration in Miami to demand
that the US government suspend the deportation notices and grant permanent residency to
Nicaraguans now residing in Florida. The rally was organized by the Union de Organizaciones
Nicaraguenses en el Exilio (UNOE), an alliance of 32 Nicaraguan-immigrant groups that recently
formed to fight against deportation. UNOE has hired the American Immigration Lawyers
Association (AILA), which is initiating legal proceedings against the INS, the Justice Department,
and some other federal agencies for violating the civil rights of Nicaraguan immigrants. The UNOE
has also received the support of 32 US congressional representatives from the black and Hispanic
caucuses, and from the mayors of Miami and several other towns and cities.
In mid-March, nine congresspeople sent a letter asking US Attorney General Janet Reno to
intercede on behalf of the immigrants in Florida by granting a stay of their deportation notices. "The
Nicaraguans have been treated unjustly," said Lincoln Diaz-Balart (R-FL), one of the letter's authors.
"The reality of the matter is that they were invited here by US foreign policy. During the civil war,
the US was very grateful for those who left Nicaragua as a statement against the Sandinistas."
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Diplomatic efforts lead to temporary reprieve for Nicaraguans The Nicaraguan government has
been lobbying heavily in favor of the exiles in Florida.
In early March, the Nicaraguan Congress sent a letter to US House Speaker Newt Gingrich warning
that the sudden expulsion of so many Nicaraguans could seriously destabilize the country. On
March 31, Nicaraguan Foreign Minister Emilio Alvarez also met in Washington with Reno to appeal
for an extension of deportation waivers for the immigrants in Miami. "We can't possibly absorb the
return of so many immigrants," said Alvarez shortly before meeting with Reno. "We are extremely
concerned, because if they deport these people en masse it will seriously aggravate the country's
unemployment problems."
In response, Reno agreed to postpone deportation proceedings for three months, until June 30. In
addition, when the three-month reprieve is up, the US government promised to proceed gradually
with deportations to soften the impact of repatriation. Central America united in opposition to
deportations Such temporary measures, however, have done little to allay concerns in Nicaragua,
much less the rest of Central America. Consequently, the governments are now coordinating their
efforts to deal with the immigration problem.
On April 1, foreign ministers from all the Central American countries excluding Belize and Panama
met with US Secretary of State Madeleine Albright to discuss the new immigration law and to
review the agenda for the upcoming meeting between US President Bill Clinton and his Central
American counterparts, which will take place in May in Costa Rica (see NotiCen, 02/13/97).
According to Honduran Foreign Minister Delmer Urbizo Panting, Albright promised the diplomats
that no mass deportations will occur. She also agreed to set up a special working group to review
measures to soften the impact of the new immigration law and to consider proposing some
modifications to the law to the US Congress. Given the current anti-immigrant sentiment in the US,
however, the Central American governments will likely place more lobbying emphasis on programs
to offset the effect of deportations than on attempts to halt them.
At the presidential summit in May, for example, Central American heads of state are expected to
appeal to President Clinton to support the rapid negotiation of a free-trade accord with the isthmus
as a means to halt immigration to the US, rather than emphasize special status for the region's
immigrants. "We will demand that the US open its market much more to allow our products to enter
duty free and thereby spur economic growth in Central America," said Panting. "That is by far the
best way to deal with the immigration problem. More trade means healthier economies, more jobs,
and less immigration." [Sources: Notimex, 03/10/97, 03/13/97; Prensa Libre (Guatemala), 03/10/97,
03/18/97, 03/19/97; La Hora (Guatemala), 03/31/97, 04/01/97; Prensa Grafica (El Salvador), 04/01/97;
La Prensa (Nicaragua), 03/14/97, 03/19/97, 03/24/97, 04/01/97, 04/02/97; Siglo Veintiuno (Guatemala),
04/02/97; Reuter, 02/26/97, 03/06/97, 03/12/97, 03/15/97, 03/24-26/97, 03/31/97, 04/01/97, 04/04/97;
New York Times, 04/02/97, 04/04/97; El Tiempo (Honduras), 04/01/97, 04/03/97, 04/04/97, 04/08/97,
04/09/97; Diario de Hoy (El Salvador), 04/07-09/97]
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